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MEANINGS/AND DISTRIBUTION OF THE PERFECT IN

PRE$ NT-DAY AMERICAN ENGLISH PROSE

Betty LouEubois

New Mexico state University
L.

INTRO UCTIQN, One who has attempted, even cursorily, to

discover.the rationale for the use of the American English perfect

in expressio s such as "I have been here for ten minutes," "Haven't

you seen high ?" and "I had moved therebefore she arrived" may

finally agree with 4ohn-B. Carroll, who said that although a great

,

deal of0: brt has been expended on the study of the English'per-
W

' treat, .very little is actually known about its meaning.
1

The

lack of kOowledge is not confined to a single school in linguistics. .

AW
Robin Lakpff has summed it un in the title of a s ction on tense,

4A perfect mystery at present," double entendre hich expresses

her attitude, and that of many others, toward the

Below, the lack of consensus will be explored more fully. For the

eh perfect.2

r(? °moment, suffice it to say that our present ignorance precludes do-

t::
velorment of a comprehensive theory of the English verb, hinders

0
. ,

comparative
c.

studies, depending, ati thy do, on accurate descriptions

V)
of particular languages, mid rostponpe the discovery of universalS. -

'10 It also creates difficulties in tae teaching of English to ppeakern

of other languages._

toolfr
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' TERMINIpLOGY. One way in which conflict in theories of

/

'/

meaning .of perfect manif elf is in differing terminblo-

ed. As cover term, one sees,bo perfect and perfect tense,

but o use the latter, although itis,traditional, is to take

sides iii-a_controyersy.* are the aditionalists' Engliah perfect

terses more -properly tense or asp ct, or both or neither? The

term perfect is used by some to designate what others name present

Perfecta. At the outset, then; it is important to establish a con-
.

sistent terminology. Particular choices, for,example-, present

instead.pofnon-Past, are made in order to to tradition

where possible-anc convenient, in the hope that the present study

will be useful not only to professional linguists but also others.

:Followingare sets of terms to be used in the study.

1. FORMS OF THE ENGLISH VERB (ADAPTED FROM BLOCH)1

Form Examples

/3ase"the stem live, eat go

Gerundive--the base + (ING3

Past participle- -the base + {ENJ lived, eaten, *gone

Past--the base + cED} lived, ate, went

2. BASIC VERBAL CATEGORIES (ADAPTED FROM SCHOGHT4)

living, eating, going

Category

Tense--situates the verb grammatically

in the speaker's view of time

A. P.It_Unge--the at form as

used for predi.oatiodin the

main chugs.

ExamplesA

He lived: We ate.

They went.

ErligniAlul--the Nine form, He lives. We eat.

with al where appropriate,

.1

I go.

tt



3

as used for predication in the

main clause

Aspect--characterizes, in non7tempor

non-modal contrast toYanother v

form, the speaker's view of the
I

0
unfolding of the action

A. Simple--forms used to Vpress'

action view unitarily

B. Progressive--farms of the aux-

iliary be .+ gerunding of lexica.F

.

verb, used to express the speaker's

view of an action in progress

3. FORMS OF THE PERFECT

Form

\ Base perfect--base of auxiliary have,

\ + past participle of lexical verb

A

I work. worked.

I. am working.

was working.

ExaM 1

have gone, have eaten

Gerundive perfect--gerundive of have having eaten, having pine

. + past participle of lexical verb

esprit perfect--presentctense of have

N,,past participle of lexical \verb

t - -past tonne of Dam +

Past 04 ticPle of 'lexical verb

I have eaten. You have

gone.

I had eaten. You had

gone.

The' baSe perfect and (rundive perfect have .various syntactic

funetionn. 1116'ane perfect with or without the introducer to,
0 ,\\

'

i.e., the pell'fet.infiitive, fuhetiono nominally,"' would like to
. ,

have wene"vadj'ectivall, "tAe thing to have dOne"; in

combination With meda1m,-":1erlaP havg ne.".1 The frerulidive;2erteot

functions nominally, "She in tired from havi g danced too much";

4-4 ;
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adjec ivally, "Having danced to much, she is tireci."

In summary* .perfect is here used¶as a cover term for'

any fOrm of the auxiliary have + past participle of anothee verb.

Traditionally--and here, 10o--,the-forms or functions called,

variously, pitecent Perfectpast perfect, perfect infinitive,

Perfect gerund, and perfect of present participle.

PREVAILING THEORIES. in the liarature on the perfect,
-1

its various forms are Liven grossly unegual'treatment. Over-
,/

whelming attention is focusse,d on the''present perfect, very little

on the past perfect; Tii,6 bi.se and gerundive perfects, if mentioned

at all, are listed with infinitives, gerunds, and present parti-
.

cipless listing is alj,--that is*dene. No tte pt is customarily
I

1

made to give th'e meaning-of the non-finite forms or, to /Ink them

comprehensively with other fOrbm of the perfect.
4 ,

, The,d6minant theory of the present per-

fect is called current relevance, relevant ant4riority, and the

like. It is often. attributed to Jespercer4, and indeed, his 2tate-
.

ment is clear and clearly influential...5
r. ^

The .I.Present3 perfect is a retroopective precent, which
connects a pact occurrence with the present time, either
ac continued up to the preoen moment (incl sive time),
or as having recultd or eonce 'nonce° bead on the procent
moment.

Whethei- the Precent perfect in any opecieo of °recent, retrospective

dr otherwise will 'he neon later. "Ac continued up to the present

moment" explainn ouch inotaneen ao "1 have now been npenkific for

about. five minuteo" atiO I tiavo hPen in nonver c3noe Thurnr3ay

. morninc."
4

Me /Apt 7)k-wane, i'Mvinp, z oouito or ooncequencc)n bearing

on the present moment," in not.oufficient ao an explanation. `the

invalidity of thin doctrine of current relevance. can be shown



first by showing that at least one other. tense ofgEngliSh 'has

current relevance also, and thus that this'feature by itself 'cannot
e-

distinguish the present perfect: aril second by showing that it 'is

somethinp; else that is at issue,

Now, it must be asked why-httmanbeings meption,anything

at all--eVent, fact. emotiOng, opinion. We mention things because

they are important, because precisely they have tsuitt that bear

on the moment of mentioning.' So, Whether we say, "Jpe has just,
I

died" or"Joe just died," We do it because it inetters mten we say

it,' We don't ude'language merely to exercise atir,.friouths or fingers,

but becaute what we write- or say is't& sows Wree important.

6Martin 'loos has nut it very well:

. . it is fair'to say that lanruare ts not organized for
entirely.idle talk but is rather well adapta4 to mentioning
things hfts12621ey_jhxtter. Let us take it as axiomatic
that the referent of a finite verb io regularly the cause
of certai effectsunknown,- perhaps, often unforeseen,
but in any base not aosumed to be nan-exiotent7-since other -a.

wise ;the finite verb would tie idle, otiose, and rather left unuged. ,

Current relevance mark every uce of verb' in Enr4oh, and 00,.

cannot be the excluoive property of the\presentperfect.

There remaino 'the possibility that the present perfect,

hao only current relevance, and that the part, present, Pte.

. have that toreether with other distinrruinhinc, features. .o nee

that thin in not cop letpn look at an examPle in context. Ulf)

citation in from a work.by ,.-edford. ot Maw,

v;4ich rocounto n murder trial. It in from a°momont toward the end,

nnocifically. from th:I/idpesn charco totian .7AM ,unt 04 re It

retiren, ilavinc heard all the evidence.
*

The fact that I hold that i was a mrIttor 7o:, to.

determine and not for me, doon not MOran he tfie' pronocuto0
wan not in a Pocitioh to make a ntronc nuttlicnion,, On the



evidence of Dr. Ashby, he clearly wasp and he has not been
able to fortify it by the evidenbe of Dr. Raman.

t The testimony of the prosecution witnesses Dr. Ashby and Dr.

Harman concerning the drugs administered to the mUrder victim has

enabled the prosecutor to make'a strong dubmissiorrof Dr. Adams's
. .

guilt in his summary. Ms. ,Bedford usedpast tense toitatethe

prosecutor's position4on the effect of Dr.. Ashby's evidence, pre-

sent perfect on the,effect of Dr. HarMan's: Careful reading of this

extract, and of the book from which it is taken, does not indi-

cate that the evidence of one or thp other doctor is more important'

or that one is narrative and.theother has'only currdnt relevance.

:,,What accounts for the difference?

8
Ph erfctjis tense. SISrensen indicates the reason when

,.he, discusses -the precept perfect as "recent past," for here he ha's

seen that the present perfect concerns ten'se, not .c3pect.. The most
.2

comprehamOivelrggtment of present and past perfect as tenses

that of Ota.9
4,

Present perfect, on tWother hand, indicates the occur-
rence of an action or the 'existence of h state in or for
a period of time extending from p.m° time in the pact up
till the moment of cpeakinr.. . ; .

In the sane of Past perfect,t,the end point of the
period in some time in tit,e pant. Thus past 'perfect In-
dIcates the occurrence of an action or the existence of
a state prior to come time in the pact; this reference
time will be cr,iven-by the context (either verbal or
situational). Acith present and Pant perfect indicAte
a Period of time. What dicitinz,dinhes* them 10 the W!f-
ierence in the end t)oint of that neriol.

r

ene cannot Tiarrel with his trentment of the rapt norfecto and Ota

has acw;nted for moot-uses of the non,-%1t nerfect, hgt.noe ont

rPIC,A as -"When i hilve seen, him, yi),4 i'wow,".t* the (3f,piglr,

in not nituated In 'a t)erlod of tthe nd ri hfi noment I3 I])( 5f'.

I
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.

And Ota did. not deal 'with base and 'gsrUndive perfects.

MEANINGS OF"THE AMERICAN' ENGLISH PERFECT. The essential

meaning; the common denominator, of all forms of the perfect is

Prioritv $o a point of referenbe. That is,' the action rendered

in the .4rfect.is referred to, a period of -tithe before, and extend-

up tog.a,reference'point. The; finite perfects, the present and

hast perfects, each have a cKaracteristic'point of reference. That

of the past'perfect-is. a point in the pasts that of the

present perfqct "is in the non-past, i.e. froili-the

present "onward.

.The non-finite forms, the base perfect and the perundlv

perfect, in their syntactic'useS'as'infinite, gerund and present

participle, ha've variability' of reference point. In other words,
. .

It may be pastor non-past, depending.on context. To illustrate

for the perfect of the present participles

. Pasts .

Presents

Having pribbed; I zagged.

BHavin
4

0

gribbedo Z' am zaqqinr4--

Futures Having gribbedi I will zaq.

The latter is of course ambiguous, but ote of the possible' readings

puts the ,gibbing in the future. The other forms can be illustrated

in'similar'fashien.
e

Ota and others-are perceptive in their reali ation,that part

of the previous difficult, in understanding the perfect results.frem

confusion with a babic division of English verbs. The categories

Are called activa/rtative, conclusive/inconclusive, telie /etelic,

etc. The divisi9nio between verbs whose action is ordinarily

viewed of momentary, such an awaken, and those who action is viewed

as securing over a period of time, ouch as sm. Ina recoFini7:ecr r



.

a

thlkt Erig lish verbi occur in'thp 'perfect with whit he called o;e.

'tones, ofewhich there ire,threel

single actioncharacterizes an action viewd unitarily

iteratiwArcharicteiizes an ke4on viewed,as Xpeated at°

'least o'nCe

continuativecharacterizes an action viewed as occurring

over a period/ f time

In summary. the essential me ing of the perfect in English ip

_priority to a point of refer nce. the finite forms each have a',

characteristic point of r ference. The non-finite forms have
-

variabr points.detorm able from the'contex t. An action is
0

conveyed in the pert t with on. of three overtones, single action,

iterative" i or conti uative.

DATA .00IIE TION°. To' verify the theory of meanings and to
, .4

study the distrib tion, of the' erfect in. American English prose:,.

300,00D words, 30%, of the StandardoCorpus of Present -Day American

En lish
10

were studied,. Each occurrence of the perfect waive

tr ted, tog., her with approximately 10 words of context on either

'side,

RESULTS. Theory of wanes. The theory of meanings was

nit substantially disproved in the instances of the perfect studied,

in that relatively iew of the instance! are not explainable in its

E,

terms. Allthree overtones with present and past perfect were found.

0

For the gerundive perfecto, all overtones occur with perfect of
a

present participle, but none for iterative of perfect gerund. For

the base piriecti the perfect of the indinitive was found in all

overtones.. Themodals discussed by Ehrman
11wore studied separately,

with these findings. No instances with an.'0,11, Outht 191

;rr



4,
1." P.

depend on formally. past were (here, unreal present-time

.

use of past tense)

9

no iterative with could, should, MdstJ no single action with will;

0

others Were fo
JW

The following instances cannot be accounted fors

2-7aMbig.uous between/jai and hik

1-..typdAraphical error

8--ambiguous between past perfect and simple past in deletion,

1--present perfect ut of time sequence

1--past perfect Withtno past point of reference; seems to

14-;ha irp got (= have)

20--have .got to (= have to)

Distribution. Tabla:1 shows'absolute numbers of perfect

.

found;in 3.00,000 words. BecaUbe of the differing ere of

'200-word extracts within the two major cateipries Inf rmative

and Imaginative Prose,' theaverage number per extract i given.
, ,

I I

/( . TABLE 1

r

AVERAGE FREQUENCIES OF PERFECT BY MAJOR CATEGORY
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gives a detailed breakdown 'of instance of non-finite forms.

ti

O

,TABLE 2

CATEGORY' FREQUENCY OF NON- FINITES BY ',
SYNTACTIC FUNCTION , 4,

Ctgry. Number ..--,Bass Gerundive

Modals l Infin. Part.I.Gerund

I

ZI

111 145, - 29

39 103 7

9

10

13

1
.

,use with modals,accounts for the majority of instilnces of the base_

perfect, in fact 87.3%. Figure 1 shows the distribution of the base

perfect with modals.

Forty instances of conditional sentence ate found. Thirty

of them conform to a textbook pattern, with, past perfect in the

il.clause and pastP)of modal + perfect base in the result clause,

i.e., "If I had seen him, I would have told you." Of the 30, the

modal in the result clause is would in 24 sentences, might in 3

and could in 3. Of the remaining 10 sentences, 4 have4the

condition in past perfect and the result in would or might +

base only. %MIA and Might, of course, are formally past tense,

and no ambiguous an to real time, but they are interpretable as

present tense in these instances: "lad .they not gotten no t6 the

.
hosPital when they did, perhaps I would not be hero. . . ." The

other cases reflect various Peculiarities, including), it appears,

idiosyncracy of a oingl author. Conditional sentencfn occur on

11
o.
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-FIGURE' 1

h-oquency of Modals with' iserfect in 30D,000 Wodb

the average more frequently in Imaginative Prose (0.41 per sample)

than in Informative Pioce (0.22 per sample), but viounly not

often in either.

-Xigure 2 shows the lintribution of present perfect accord-

ing to the subcategories of the Corpus, Figure 3 the dintribution'

Of past perfect.

The division of regular and irregular participles is

roughly equals 1382 instances of regular participles, 1354 of
o

0 irregulars. .
The distribution of irregular paet participles ip

shown in Figure 4.,0ne hundred eight irregular verbs in perfect

.1
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Distributio.r.

Frequency

Fure 4.

of Irregular Verbs Perfect
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are found, the ree most frequent being be. (34

make.(69), and h ve '(51).

r .

Of the 71 inlstances of perfect with progressve aspect,
v7 1

/

37 are past perflec 31 present, and non-f" ite tdepending on

=St, would, and mi t). Passive voce,oCcu s in 377 knstances,

occurrences),

most often in the L rned subcategory because of the stylistic

requirement to avoid the use of I. / There are 101 contract' ns

of have,has and had, ,one occuring pith other than subject: There

are 48 instances of perfect in sybordinate clause introduced,by

temporal conjunction, When, the dust had settled he went back."
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